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As pointed out by Alan Riding of the NEW YORK TIMES (09/10/87), the death of Brazil's Agrarian
Reform Minister Marcos Freire Sept. 8 in a plane crash has dealt another serious blow to a program
for expropriation of large private farms and later distribution to peasants. (See "Brazil: Agrarian
Reform Minister Marcos Freire Killed in Plane Crash," LADC 09/10/87.) Freire had pledged to step
up the land distribution program, which he said was essential to defuse the threat of unrest in rural
Brazil. An estimated 10 million to 12 million landless peasant families reside in the countryside.
He was appointed to the politically sensitive post just three months ago after the program had
failed to advance under his two predecessors. As of Sept. 9, officials said that since rescue teams
were still cutting their way through thick jungle to reach the site of the crash in the northern
state of Para, it was too early to identify the cause. Near the mining town of Carajas, the area
has been characterized by violent land disputes. Some politicians and officials speculated that
sabotage might have been involved. In a conversation with reporters the week before the crash,
Freire acknowledged that the land distribution program had fallen far behind its target of handing
out land to 460,000 families in 1986 and 1987 because of effective campaigning by the rightwing
Democratic Rural Union. In July, this group mobilized 30,000 farmers to attend a protest rally in
Brasilia. The program, based on a Land Statute that a military regime decreed in 1984 and a civilian
government finally pledged to carry out in October 1985, called for 1.4 million peasant families to be
settled on expropriated farms by 1990 and 5.7 million more by the year 2000. So far, however, only
17,000 families have been given plots, and most of these live in precarious conditions. Freire said
that such is the strength of landed interests opposed to the program that the latest draft of a new
Constitution being prepared in Brasilia would, if approved, place new obstacles in the way of land
expropriations. "We would consider it a victory if there is no retreat from the Land Statute," he said.
Aware that the more confrontational approach of his two predecessors had brought minimal results,
Freire said his strategy was to divide opponents of the program by giving priority to expropriating
estates larger than 1,200 acres, while reassuring farmers with less than 600 acres that their land
would not be affected. "If land is productive, it won't be expropriated, no matter what its size," he
stressed. "But the government is opposed to the use of land simply for speculation. In the state of
Parana, for example, there are 13 estates with an average of 75,000 acres each that are completely
unexploited. That's a crime against society. This land should and will be expropriated." According to
government statistics, just 1.2% of rural properties "latifundios" larger than 2,500 acres control 45.8%
of Brazil's arable land, much of it unproductive. At the other end of the scale, 50.4% of properties
"minifundios" under 25 acres account for just 2.4% of all arable land. While conservative interests
appear to be winning the battle against land expropriation and distribution by putting pressure
on the executive, legislative and judicial branches of the government, a different form of pressure
has been building up in the countryside, where Roman Catholic priests are involved in organizing
landless peasants. About 200 people were killed in land disputes last year, and 100 more have died
so far in 1987, while in some areas the local authorities have done nothing to prevent farmers from
forming private armies to force squatters off private land.
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